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The American Journal of Occupational Therapy C onsiderable changes in enrollment patterns for higher educational institutions are being seen, and this trend is expected to continue. The Carnegie Council on Policy Studies in Higher Education (1980) predicted a 23 % drop in the college enrollment of 18-to 24·year-olds by 1997 However, the council anticipated that this drop would be partially offset by increases in enrollment of nontradi· tional students (i.e., students 25 years of age and older, women, and/or other minorities)
The number of women entering or returning to colleges has increased significantly. Between 1975 and 1978 , the number of women between the ages of 24 and 34 who returned to school rose by 187%-almost four times as much as the number of men (Association of American Colleges, 1980) . Between 1972 and 1979 total postsecondary enrollments increased by 2,3 million, and half of this increase was a result of enrollments of part-time students 25 years old and older Women over 25 years of age are the largest potential source of new students, and this source of enrollment is expected to increase for some time (Association of American Colleges). Unmarried women students who are also parents are likely to be highly motivated since their children's economic survival may depend on them, and career advancement and job satisfaction are often clearly defined goals for them. In a recent sampling of graduate schools, divorced women were reported to be high achievers; and even though 70% had children, they outperformed other students (Fleming & Malone, 1980) . Demographic data concerning current nontraditional student populations within occupational therapy curricula may help curricula, professional orga· nizations, and accrediting bodies to determine whether there is a need to develop more flexible programs that will better meet the needs of students who are also parents and help them reduce their role conflicts. Such programs might help curricula, as well as institutions, to attract and retain students. This, in turn, would enable the curricula and institutions to maintain or even increase enrollments and thus meet the increasing demands of the job markets with a pool of highly qualified students.
This study focused on one group of nontraditional students-those who had children less than 18 years old who were living with them while they were enrolled in an occupational therapy curriculum. The purpose of this study was to gather demographiC data, to assess the students' level of involvement in student and professional activities, to examine the nature and extent of the students' role conflict, and to identify pOtential or existing curriculum modifications and support systems that might be helpful to these nontraditional students.
Review of Literature
Role ConJlict Grace (1972) defined role conflict as the stress that arises from role incompatibilities between twO or more roles assumed at the same time, such as the stress arising from the conflict between professional and family roles. Two possible solutions for the resolution of such conflict are adaptation and retreatism, and either may have functional or dysfunctional results. A functional resolution might take the form of working for change within the professional and family structures or within society itself A dysfunctional resolution affects one's personal and professional effectiveness and results in reduced satisfaction from both roles, which leads to a reduction of commitment or even abandonment of one or more of the roles.
Getzels, Lipham, and Campbell (1968) suggested that the most common solution to role conflicts is a compromise between role adaptation and self-actualization. The individual strives toward a role balance or a healthy integration of personal needs and role demands that is satisfying to the self and to others (Barris, Kielhofner, and Watts, 1983) . Tittle and Denker (1980) stated that women are more likely than men to become involved in the role conflict resulting from being both a parent and a student. More women in their late thirties to early forties are seeking reentry or delayed entry into the educational system, many of whom are likely to have children. These students encounter financial, institutional, and psychological hardships when they enter school or return to school (Association of American Colleges, 1980) . Teske and Spelbring (1983) examined changes in enrollment patterns, student characteristics, fiscal resources, and institutional issues to predict what effects these changes might create in occupational therapy education and practice. If the number as well as the quality of students decreases, there may be a resultant decrease in qualified professionals to assume roles within education, administration, and research. Rogers (1982) encouraged faculty members and practitioners to sponsor less experienced members of the profession by becoming their mentors. Nontraditional students may be a valuable resource for filling the demand for well qualified graduates and potential leaders within the profession. Mathewson (1975) noted that female occupational therapists fit many of the criteria for professionalism but that their role conflict between motherhood and career adversely affects their professional lives. She cited problems with keeping women in the profession after their children are born and statecllhat women in the profession are unable to satisfy both the traditional role of motherhood and the modern role of the working woman. She cautioned educators to consider carefully the value of training therapists who become inactive after only a shon time in practice. She encouraged therapists to combine practice with marriage and mothering and to proVide professional role models for student therapists, and she urged the profession to change society's opinions. Managing family responsibilities and a career requires support from the family, the profession, and the environment.
Professional Issues
Gilligan (1976) also called for the profession to proVide support to occupational therapists to successfully manage changing roles and role expectations as more women with children are entering the profession. She pointed out that our professional growth has paralleled the growth of the women's movement and that nursing reflects a similar professional growth.
In 1976, Black developed a model of occupational behavior that can be applied to occupational therapy students as well as to practitioners. She stated that a person may perform several different roles, each with a set of expected responsibilities and privileges. The boundaries of the roles are based on the expectations of both society and the occupant of the role and require the development of adaptive skills and habits. According to role behavior theory, the skills and habits acquired in one role can be applied to future roles and can determine the success or failure of successive roles. Therefore successful performance in the roles of student and parent can be transferred to the roles of therapist and parent.
The literature in the field of occupational therapy has not described nontraditional students' strengths, weaknesses, needs, and desires with regard to their educational and professional development.
Methodology
During the spring semester of 1984, a packet was mailed to the entire population of 60 occupational therapy curricula within the continental United States. The packet contained (a) an introductory letter, (b) a demographic questionnaire, (c) a questionnaire asking curricula to list and describe services or modifications in educational programming that they had made or felt needed to be made to meet the needs of these students, and (d) a short attitude scale of perceived achievement and motivation of occupational therapy students who are actively involved as parents. (A stamped return envelope was also enclosed.)
After the return of these surveys, which identified the number of students who were parents, a second mailing was directed to the target student population. A toral of 400 surveys were mailed to 43 programs. This mailing contained (a) a demographic question-naire presenting 15 life role situations that requested the subject to respond to action taken and conflict perceived, (b) a rating scale of six student concerns, and (c) a checklist of support services that the subject might use if they are available to him or her and the main reasons for his or her not using them.
Results
Forty-four of the 60 curricula surveys were returned with one program reporting to have no students who met the survey criteria (a 73% response rate); and 134 of the 400 student surveys were returned, representing 33 programs (a 34% response rate).
Curricula Survey
The curricula surveys indicated that 421 out of 5,165 students (8.2%) were parents who had children less than 18 years old who were living with them. Table 1 indicates the distribution of the student parents by program type. Table 2 indicates full-time, part-time, evening, weekend, and at-home programs presently available as well as the perceived need for additional programs. The most frequent reasons given for type of programs not being desirable to faculty were (a) insufficient staff to cover more hours, (b) inconvenience and role conflict for both students and faculty, and (c) need for these programs not clearly established.
The four areas of support services examined were financial aid, counseling, child care, and support groups. Of the 44 respondents, 37 reported financial aid and counseling were available at the university level; 24 reported support groups were available; and 20 reported child care was available at the university level. Numbers were lower for all support services at the college level and lower again at the departmental level, especially for child care. Counseling services were most Widely available. A need for more child care services was most frequently cited.
The responses to the attitude scale measuring or determining achievement and motivation levels of the targeted students were weighted from 1 to 5 points to compute an average. The total weighted scores for all respondents were divided by the total number of responses for an average Table 3 ranks the tabulated results. The respondents generally indicated that student parents did not require additional faculty time, did not have less commitment or poorer attendance than non-parent students, and did not make unreasonable demands on the faculty. Respondents perceived this group of students to be less active than traditional students in campus social life but somewhat more involved in professional activities. They reported that these students were likely to be highly motivated and should be encouraged to enter occupational therapy and that it was desirable to make program changes to meet the needs of these students (see Table 3 ).
Student Survey
Thirty percent of the 134 respondents were 30 years old and younger and 70% older than 30 years; 96% were female and 4% male; 70% were married; and 30% single; 60% lived with their spouse, 31 % had no other adults in the home, and 6% lived with roommates or other family members.
The respondents reported a total of 220 children: 43% had one child liVing at home; 49% had two children liVing at home and 8% had three children living at home No respondents reported more than three children. Thirty percent of the children were 5 years old and younger, 30% were 6 to 10 years old, and 40% were 11 to 17 years old.
Five percent of the respondents reported working full-time in addition to attending school, 37% were employed part-time, and 58% were not employed. Many respondents reportee! additional life , 5 = strongly agree; 4 = agree; 3 = neutral; 2 = disagree; 1 = strongly disagree.
roles 90% were involved with a significant other, 36% were employees, 43% were community volunteers, and 11 % were caretakers of parents. In the category labeled other, 9% of the respondents listed "friend," and 5% "participate in professional organizations" as additional life roles. Reasons for entering occupational therapy included job satisfaction (86%), availability of jobs (46%), and better salary (33%). Other, mostly personal, reasons were cited by 23% of the respondents. Self-reported grade point averages (GPAs) were as follows: An average of B or better was reported by 74% of the respondents (37% were between 3.6 and 4.0, and 36% between 3.1 and 3.5) Fourteen percent reported a GPA between 2.6 and 3.0, and 9% reported a GPA of less than 25
The role conflict questionnaire asked respondents to state their most likely decision in each of 15 life role conflict situations and to indicate the degree of conflict created by the particular situation on a 5-point scale from none to extreme. Table 4 ranks the situations according to the level of conflict reported. The average was computed by assigning a relative weight from 1 to 5 to each of the responses and dividing the total by the total number of responses for an average.
The situation which created the greatest conflict was "running out of money before completing school" Nine respondents indicated they would drop out of school; 104 reported they would attempt to borrow money and cut down on expenses while staying in school, and 20 proposed other solutions such as staying in school on a part-time basis and going to work. The most common response was, ''I'm in this situation now."
Given the situation that the student parent has been studying regularly every night and the child is complaining about a lack of attention from the parent, 119 respondents indicated that they responded to this situation with compromise and planned well ahead to structure time for study and for children. They tried to study when the child was in school, in another activity, or asleep. Thirty-seven respondents reported that spending time with their child (children) decreased their sense of stress and increased their quality of life. In the case of a Sunday afternoon on which the respondents needed to study and the child asked to go to the park, the most frequent responses were to combine the activities or do a little of each. Several respondents noted that their children responded well to compromise and viewed these situations as learn· ing opportunities. More than half of the respondents reported that they would be more likely to participate in student activities if their children were included, although dinner time meetings posed a problem. They would be more likely to participate in professional than in social activities. A majority of respondents would make the necessary arrangements to attend an out-oftown conference and a Saturday workshop, despite the additional cost of child care. The respondents were less flexible about out-of-town fieldwork since short-term relocation presented many potential problems
Major Concerns and Potentia! Services
The respondents ranked the 6 concerns as follows (listed from highest to lowest): time for kids, time for relationship, cOSts, child care, ability to learn, and ability to relate to other students and faculty Table 5 Iists the 15 educational services ranked according to their perceived usefulness as computed by a weighted average with ' 5 indicating the most useful The percentage of students who reported having used the individual services available to them is also given.
Financial aid was ranked highest by respondents, but they expressed several problems with access to this service. Middle-class income or home ownership could automatically disqualify an applicant without living expenses being considered Aid is often dependent on enrollment for a certain number of hours, which excludes many part-time students.
Part-time enrollment was ranked as very useful but also as costly and slow, and it seriously affected by sequencing of courses when reqUired courses were offered only once a year Child care services were seen as of limited use because of high cost, poor quality, and long waiting lists. Often, available hours were not tailored to class schedules. SuppOrt groups were reportedly used by 85% of the respondents \vho had access to them. This represents the highest figure of all the potential services listed.
Most of the respondents reported that they did not make use of university-provided health care because they had a family physician and found school service inadequate and poor in quality Counseling services were used by nearly one half of the respondents. Those choosing not to use it stated that campus counseling was inadequate for nontraditional students and that to make it more useful families and children would have to be included. At home study programs had been used successfully by 7 of the respondents and those who had used them spoke very favorably of them. Some problems cited included the fact that one cannot ask questions or learn from other students and faculty members as in a classroom situation Several respondents noted that it was difficult to study at home with children.
Student employment was used by one third of the respondents. Others commented that the pay was not high enough to make up for the time away from family However, a work experience that added to the learning experience such as a research position was seen as useful Many of the respondents who had participated in extracurricular activities had favorable comments. Yet these activities were considered unnecessary luxuries because they required time away from family, friends, and studies University housing was not used by respondents who had their own homes. Barriers listed included difficulty in relocating, close quarters, and no play area for children Many respondents noted that the university campus was located in a bad neighborhood or poor school district and did not meet their children's needs.
Evening and weekend classes were used at a high rate by the respondents, often because there were no options. The problems mentioned by student respondents were similar to those stated by faculty respondents long drives to and from school, time away from children and increased child care costs, as well as limited access to other university facilities. Both of these options were viewed as unnecessary by the majority of respondents. The exceptions were advanced level students who were employed full-time while seeking advanced degrees.
Other services mentioned by the respondents as useful were priority for fieldwork experiences close to borne, child care for sick children, study groups, summer classes, and extended time limits for completing degree work.
Discussion
The rate of response for the curricula survey was much higher than for the student survey (73% versus 34%), which may have been due in part to distribution problems with student surveys. Since several curricula had no student responses, it is likely that many surveys were not received by all targeted students. This study was limited by the fact that data were available only from those who responded to and returned the questionnaire. An attempt to identify the total population defined was limited by the fact that not all curricula responded to the initial survey. Fieldwork students were excluded because it was too difficult to distribute questionnaires to them and because they are no longer engaged in classroom study and their roles as students have changed.
The study assumed that curricula would have available to them or be willing and able to determine the number of students in the targeted population. It further relied on the level of student interest in the survey topic; it was assumed that a high level of interest would generate a large and fairly representative sample.
The primary reason listed by 63% of the respondents for entering an occupational therapy school was job satisfaction; better salary was listed by only 33% of the respondents. Overall, the respondents seemed stable in their relationships and relatively secure financially. There were only a few young single parents with small children and no income Students who were able to find a support system through spouse and children, faculty members, or other students noted that the disruptions of the family life could be tolerated and that role conflict could be reduced. While two students stated they would not try again to combine the roles of parent and full-time student and would advise others against trying it, 132 students stated that the effort was worth it and that their family had profited by learning how to enjoy limited time together by becoming increasingly independent and by working together toward a goal. .
Further research is indicated, as these nontradItional students enter the profession, to assess their level of professional involvement, the length of time they remain in clinical practice, and their level of personal satisfaction and to correlate those findings with the successful resolution of the conflict WithIn their professional lives.
Conclusions
In the spring of 1984, 8.2% of occupational therapy students were identified as parents who have children less than 18 years old living with them. Enrollment trends suggest that this number will continue to increase.
Curricula tended on the average to see these students as highly motivated and considered it worthwhile to encourage them to enroll. They also thought that program modifications should be made to meet their needs. Students identified time, money, and child care as their major problems. More resources need to be made available to them in these areas.
The majority of the student respondents stressed functional resolutions to the demands of school and children as described by Grace (1972) and Getzels et al. (1968) . Compromise and planning were the strategies the students used to cope with the demands of both roles. The students for whom the conflict was too great and who resolved it by Withdrawing from the curricula are not reflected in this study. Mathewson (1975) noted that role conflict between motherhood and career had an adverse effect and that many therapists left the profession to raise children because they could not meet the traditional female role along with that of the working woman. By helping students to develop ways to deal with this role conflict while they are in school, we may be better able to resolve these issues that will continue into their professional lives until their children are grown up. Role models and support groups at the departmental level might be helpful. Some of the coping strategies described in the student survey represent positive and creative ways to deal with some of the problems and conflicts Values clarification groups would also help student parents to examine and resolve some of the role expectations and demands. These groups would also provide a support system to decrease some of the isolation experienced in a nontraditional student role. Sometimes knOWing that others understand is helpfUl even if the problem cannot be solved.
Generally, nontraditional students indicate a high level of professional commitment and good problem solVing skills. By developing flexible and supportive programming, curricula might facilitate the recruitment and retainment of more of these students to meet changing enrollment trends and personnel needs. this paper were presented at the 65th Annual Conference of the American Occupational Therapy Associatioll, Atlanta, Georgia, April 1985.
